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AN ALTARPIECE BY LUCA DELLA ROBBIA 



In the private chapel of the Palazzo Episcopale at Pescia 
there is an altarpiece of glazed terracotta, in form suggesting a 
triptych with rectangular panels (Fig. 1). In the central panel 
is represented the Madonna and Child, worshipped t by angels ; 
at the sides are S. Jacopo, in pilgrim's garb, holding a book and 
staff, and S. Biagio, in bishop's robes, carrying a book and his 
specific emblem, the iron carding comb. The figures are white 
against a blue ground, while the hair and the ornamental bor- 
ders of the garments were once covered with gold, some traces 
of which still remain. The panels are surrounded by a band, 
the decoration of which consists of rosettes, alternately blue 
and green, circled in white against a green ground. At the 
base are arms, consisting of the symbol T and a shield divided 
diagonally into white and black halves. The cornice of the 
altarpiece is made up of classic mouldings, and the low predella 
is ornamented with polychromatic fruits and flowers. The 
outside measurements are 1.63 x 1.27 m. 

Below the altarpiece is an inscription which informs us that 
in the year 1847 these " precious fragments, neglected for many 
years by those blind to art," were put together again through 
the munificence of Pietro Forti, Bishop Elect of Pescia, and 
Domenico Martini, acting Treasurer. 1 In this chapel the altar- 
piece has stood for more than half a century, almost unnoticed 
by those who concern themselves with the study of Italian art. 
I confess that I myself know it only from a photograph and 
observations taken at my direction by Mr. Henry H. Burton. 

1 The inscription reads : Di preziosi frantumi che per incuria de* ciechi 

nelV arte giacquero negletti molti anni questo egregio lavoro di Luca della Bobbia 

restituirono al debito onore di largizioni di Pietro Forti Vescovo disignato di 

Pescia e le cure di Domenico Martini Economo alia sede vacante. 3 Aprile, 

1847. 

American Journal of Archaeology, Second Series. Journal of the 328 

Archaeological Institute of America, Vol. XIII (1909), No. 3. 



ALTARPIECE BY LUCA BELLA BOBBIA 



329 



What its history may be is a matter for conjecture. I am 
informed that in Pescia, on the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, 
No. 61, there is a coat of arms consisting of a shield divided 
diagonally into white and black halves, against the black sur- 




face of which is a white T. According to the sub-economo of 
the Cathedral of Pescia the coat of arms is that of a Convento 
dei Templari, which formerly existed on the Piazza Vittorio 
Emanuele and was known as S. Rocco. Of a church or chapel 
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by this name I am unable to find other notice, as also of a 
foundation of the Templars at Pescia. The badge of the 
Templars was a red cross upon a white mantle, 1 whereas on our 
coat of arms the T is white. 

The Marchesa Burlamacchi 2 states that this altarpiece was 
formerly in the Church of S. Pietro and that in the year 1734 
it was saved from a fire and transferred to the chapel of the 
Palazzo Episcopale. The latter statement seems improbable, 
unless supplemented by the information recorded on the tablet 
beneath the altarpiece, that, after having been neglected for 
many years, it was finally set up in the year 1847. But the 
hint that it was formerly in the Church of S. Pietro invites 
further investigation. To the south of the Piazza Grande, in 
Pescia, there is a small church or oratory known as the Oratorio 
di SS. Pietro e Paolo, popularly called the Madonna di pie di 
Piazza. Its fagade seems to have been inspired by that of the 
Pazzi Chapel in Florence. On account of this resemblance this 
oratory was formerly ascribed to Brunelleschi. 3 This attribu- 
tion was denied by Gaye, 4 who believed that the church was 
built by Andrea di Lazzaro di Cavalcanti, who was born in the 
neighboring village of Buggiano, and became the adopted son 
and pupil of Brunelleschi. This attribution is accepted by 
Laspeyres, 5 Mothes, 6 Burckhardt, 7 and Cornel von Fabriczy. 8 

It will be remembered that between the years 1432 and 1440 
Cavalcanti made two attractive lavabos for the two sacristies 
of the Cathedral of Florence ; 9 that about this period Luca 
della Robbia was occupied in making a beautiful choir gallery, 

1 Century Dictionary, s.v. Templar. 

2 Luca della Bobbia, p. 71. London, 1900. 

3 Moreni, note to Baldinueei, Vita di Filippo di Ser Brunellesco, p. 99. Flor- 
ence, 1812. This attribution is still admitted by the author of the Guide Joanne, 
Italie du Centre, p. 228. Paris, 1891. 

4 Carteggio inedito d? artisti del secoli XIV, XV, XVI, Vol. I, p. 143. 
Florence, 1839. 

5 Die Kirchen der Benaissance in Mittelitalien, p. 13, Taf. XIX, Fig. 58. 
Stuttgart, 1882. 

6 Die Baukunst des Mittelalters in Balien, p. 789. Jena, 1883. 

7 Gfeschichte der Benaissance in Italien, 3te Auflage, p. 52. Stuttgart, 1891. 

8 Filippo Brunelleschi, p. 234, note 1. Stuttgart, 1892. 

9 Gaye, Carteggio, I, p. 143 ; Geymiiller, Die Architektur der Benaissance in 
Toscana, I, p. 62. Munich, 1885-1893. 
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lunettes, and bronze doors for these same sacristies ; that the 
design of Luca della Robbia's marble tabernacle at Peretola 
(1441-1442) is in the same spirit as Cavalcanti's lavabos; and 
that in 1443 Luca della Robbia was the chief decorator of Bru- 
nelleschi's Pazzi Chapel. What is more natural than that 
Cavalcanti, in establishing in Pescia a reminder of the Pazzi 
Chapel, should wish that it might contain an example of the 
work of its distinguished decorator? 

The Madonna di pie di Piazza, however, is a very small 
chapel and not likely to have had more than a single altar- 
piece. This was described in 1784 — the very year given by 
Madame Burlamacchi as the date of the fire — as an image of 
the Virgin, surrounded by paintings of God the Father and 
many angels, two of whom apparently support the image, the 
work of Alessandro Turiani of Bologna. 1 

There are two other churches in the neighborhood bearing 
the name S. Pietro, to one of which Madame Burlamacchi 
may refer. One is the Pieve at Borgo a Buggiano, enlarged in 
1773, and adorned with paintings of the Florentine School. 2 
This was the town in which Cavalcanti was born, and the altar- 
piece may have reached it through his influence. Then there 
is the Pieve of S. Pietro in Campo, the patronage of which was 
presented in 1472 by Pope Sixtus IV to the Marchese Capponi 
of Florence, who in turn paid a rental for the support of the 
Bishopric of Pescia. 3 

A final hypothesis is suggested by the subjects of the altar- 
piece. The Madonna is the patron of the Cathedral of Pescia, 
S. Biagio of a small oratory, and S. Jacopo of more than one 
of the dependencies of the Cathedral of Pescia. The church 
which seems most likely to have received an altarpiece from a 
Florentine patron is the Church of S. Jacopo at Altopascio. 
At Altopascio 4 was the home of the Ospitalieri, which order of 
philanthropic knights spread throughout Italy and the rest of 
Europe. From 1446 to 1472 Florence contributed four of the 

1 Istoria della citta di Pescia e della Valdinievole, scritta da P.O.B., p. 366. 
Pescia, 1784. 

2 Repetti, Dizionario geografico Jisico storico della Toscana, I, p. 338. Flor- 
ence, 1833-1846. 

3 Repetti, op. cit., I, p. 429. 4 Repetti, op. cit., I, pp. 76-77. 
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distinguished Capponi family to its membership, and in 1472 
Altopascio, as well as S. Pietro in Campo, fell under the patron- 
age of the Capponi family. We have no basis for believing 
that our altarpiece was presented by any member of this family, 
but it is clear that it was given by some one connected with the 
Ospitalieri, or at least to some church under the patronage of 
that order, for the coat of arms on the predella is the badge 
of the Ospitalieri of Altopascio, a white T (not the letter T, 
but a crux commissa or taw-cross) worn on a cloak or tunic of 
gray or brown. 1 

But though the history of the altarpiece may still be obscure, 
its attribution is more certain than is usually supposed. Cava- 
lucci and Molinier 2 timidly ascribe it to the atelier of Andrea 
della Robbia ; the Marchesa Burlamacchi 3 mentions it in a 
chapter entitled " Doubtful Works in Various Towns of Italy," 
and remarks "it has been mentioned as Luca's"; and Miss 
Cruttwell 4 catalogues it without further mention with the 
works of the atelier. In my opinion the local authorities in 
1847 were right — more so than perhaps they realized — in 
accrediting the altarpiece to the Master of the Robbia School. 
The seated Madonna with the adoring angels recalls at once the 
composition repeated in every panel of the bronze Sacristy 
doors ; the S. Jacopo may be recognized as Luca's from the 
close resemblance in many details to the S. Jacopo, and other 
apostles, in the medallions of the Pazzi Chapel ; and the S. 
Biagio is not far removed in type from S. Agostino of the 
Tabernacle of the Holy Cross at Impruneta. Even the frame, 
in its general conception, is closer to Luca's beautiful mosaic 
frame for his tomb of the Bishop Federighi, than to the more 
architectural frames adopted by Andrea della Robbia and his 
followers. 

Its date is not so easily determined. In most of its details 
it suggests works by Luca della Robbia which date before 
1450, but the posing of the Christ Child upon a cushion, a 
motive which caught the fancy of Andrea della Robbia, makes 
it probable that the altarpiece dates from a few years later — 

1 Istoria della citta di Peseta, p. 212. 

2 Les della Bobbia, p. 242. Paris, 1884. » Op. cit., p. 71. 
4 Luca and Andrea della Bobbia, p. 351. London, 1902. 
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possibly as late as 1472, when the Capponi family assumed the 
patronage of Altopascio and the neighboring Pieve of S. Pietro 
in Campo. 

In form its threefold rectangular divisions suggest the altar- 
piece of Andrea della Robbia in the church of S. Maria degli 
Angeli at Assisi, noted by Marcel Reymond 1 as "le premier 
exemple d'un retable en terre emaillee fait a l'image des grands 
retables des peintres et comprenant une serie de tableaux." 
But a moment's comparison with the Assisi altarpiece will show 
that at Pescia we have an earlier monument, in which, although 
the details and forms are full of the spirit of the Renaissance, 
the general conception is not so far removed from that of a 
Gothic triptych. 

We may, therefore, claim for Pescia the earliest glazed terra- 
cotta altarpiece of the Robbia School. 

Allan Marquakd. 

Princeton University, 
May 9, 1909. 

1 Les della Bobbia, p. 163. Florence, 1907. 



